promoting knowledge transfer, both formally and informally. Aernoudt (2004) describes the term incubator as an umbrella concept which covers a heterogeneous group of institutions. There has been some studies aiming to classify Business Incubators Business Incubators have been differentiated along various dimensions like; purpose (Bollingtoft & Ulhoi 2005) , ownership structure -whether they are privately or publicly owned (Grimaldi &Grandi 2005), service portfolio and management features (Aerts et al, 2007) Accelerators are similar to incubators but they are involved in pushing the growth of already developed enterprises. The main goal of a business incubator is to foster the growth of new businesses in a local community. By assisting the entrepreneur to start a new business in the area, the community enjoys the benefits in terms of increased employment opportunities and the additional revenue and prosperity that flow into the area due to these new businesses. These communities taken together can help a nation to develop and strengthen its industrial base, in turn leading to increased growth and development which ultimately benefits all citizens. The concept of business incubation has achieved worldwide popularity for its efficaciousness in enabling a conducive environment for development of SMEs. Incubators are considered as a means of providing special business development service through innovations. Business incubation renders operational and strategic help for the prosperity and progress of entrepreneurship. It not only supports companies but also help them to progress at optimum level, socially and economically ( Mahmood et al, 2015 ) . According to the National Business Incubation Association (NBIA, 2017) , there are nearly 17,000 business incubators all over the world. All developed countries are getting benefits from business incubation system by producing employment opportunities and economic development. Business incubators have shown their significant performance in North America and Western Europe over the past two decades and are now playing an important role to strengthen the entrepreneurship and local economic development throughout the world [Adegbite, 2001) . Business incubators have shown their significant importance to accelerate the economic development, job creation, innovations and support for the small and medium scale entrepreneurships. The survival and progress of an economy solely depends upon innovation. An innovative economy can help out its enterprises to maintain survival. Several developing countries, including Oman have adopted the business incubators approach to boost up its economy. This paper provides evidence which is based on current literature concerning business incubators as an effective and innovative tool of economic developments. The research methodology adopted is desk research. The aim of this paper is to study the role of business incubators in encouraging small and medium businesses in the Sultanate of Oman and thus creating an entrepreneurial ecosystem that is so necessary for sustainable growth. The paper also analyses the present state of the start-up community in the Sultanate and the extent to which business incubators have been successful in promoting the start-up culture in Oman. The article is divided into three parts. In the first part, the types and models of business incubators are discussed. The second part looks at the role of business incubators in fostering local entrepreneurship and its role in economic development. The third part of the paper analyses the state of the incubation industry in Oman and suggests some policy initiatives to further boost business incubation in the Sultanate of Oman.
Types of Incubators and Services Offered by Them:
Business incubators support the development of startups by providing them with advisory and administrative support services. According to the National Business Incubation Association, an incubator's primary objective is to produce successful and financially viable firms that can survive on their own. Incuabtors aim to assist new entrepreneurs with business start -ups. The business incubator helps to fill a void found in many areas, as everyone does not have the time or resources to attend college or obtain a formal degree in business. Further, few people have access to the kind of resources that can fund a new business until it becomes viable. Incubator programs help to fill the gap by providing basic training to entrepreneurs, a space to launch the business ad in some cases create contacts between the new business owner with others who can invest in the future of a company (Burns & Dewhurst, 1996) . Incubators vary greatly in the way they deliver their services, in their organizational structure and in the types of clients they serve. Classical incubators are business incubators oriented towards giving support in starting the business through advice, lease of space and the offer of administrative infrastructure etc. These mostly support start-ups which manufacture products and are also known as ‗Industrial incubators.' Technological incubators support technology oriented firms mostly as start -up and spin -off rims. Technology business Incubators seek to combine technology, resources and initial knowledge to improve entrepreneurial talent, speed up the development of nascent business, and thus expedite up the commercialization of technology Enterprises has established a successful incubation program which has helped several local entrepreneurs to become successful.
Models of Business Incubators:
The incubation model given by Campbell, Kendrick and Samuelson is a simple and effective model which has been widely replicated with varying degrees of success all over the world. The model focuses on how a private incubator diagnoses the needs of the tenants and helps them to develop a viable business proposal. The tenants are selected based on previously set criteria and their progress is continuously monitored. Capital is infused into the tenants from various private sources like angel investors, start-up funds and venture capital firms. This model does not include financing by the government. The tenant is also given exposure to experts in the industry who provide advice, consultancy and managerial guidance to the incubates. Finally, the tenants are nurtured and help is provided to market their products. This model has been fairly successful in advanced countries like USA and European countries where there is no dearth of venture capital and angel investors. However, in a region like the GCC where Oman is located, finding and raising capital is an extremely difficult proposition. This is mainly due to an underdeveloped financial market and lack of sources of venture capital. Dedicated angel or venture capital funds are rare (Oman has only one VC fund named Ethmar). In this scenario, government funding and support becomes a dire necessity. The Sultanate of Oman has recognized entrepreneurship, alongside logistics and tourism, as key sectors to be developed in pursuance of the stated national goal of moving away from an oil dependent economy. The government has taken several initiatives to encourage and support entrepreneurs in various fields.
Role of Business Incubators in Economic Development:
Many researchers and scholars confirmed the positive impact of business incubators on job creation. Wagner (2006) (Lalkaka,2002) indicated that these incubators were providing a good financial return, with the investment for the year of 1998 likely to be covered by tax receipts alone in the following five years. Mahmood et al (2015) in their study on business incubators and their impact on economic development in Pakistan found that business incubators played a crucial role in creating, nurturing and sustaining SMEs. Deborah Markley and Kevin McNamara (1995) describe the economic and fiscal impacts of one business incubator to illustrate how an incubator can encourage jobs and income in a local community. According to them Incubators generate jobs and income and create linkages with firms inside and outside the local economy over the long run. The cost of creating these jobs is competitive with those costs associated with attracting manufacturing investment into a local community. Incubators can have an impact on communities that are not well positioned to attract such external investments. A study by Meru et al. (2011) to establish entrepreneurs' perception on business incubators importance in Kenya, reported a significant relationship although there was a disconnect between the actual services delivered and the expectations of the tenant. In a study in Spain on the influence of training and gender in entrepreneurship through business incubators in Galicia, established a positive relationship on incubators assisting incubates to start business, noting that majority of the citizens prefer civil service jobs to entrepreneurship (Seoane, 2014) . Studies in Brazil reveal that Incubators in Brazil have been relatively successful due to bench marking for excellence with focus to specific industries, strong monitoring and Evaluation of tenants' progress and lastly move towards financial viability and sustainability after 3 years post establishment. The infrastructure is further linked to access to finance, export orientation and employment creation (Lalkaka, 1997; Jorge & Rivera, 2007 (Masutha, 2014) . (Ogutu and Kihonge , 2016) Mubaraki & Busler, 2014) . The SMEs who have graduated from incubators in Oman have generated over 5 million Omani rials of revenue so far and have provided jobs to more than 600 Omani nationals. Thus, there is ample literature available which point to the fact that incubators have been playing a significant role in regional and national economic development in countries around the world. Oman too can reap significant benefits by encouraging the growth and development of incubators in the country.
Present Scenario of SMEs in Oman:
Oman has identified SMEs as a crucial area for development of the economy in pursuance of the policy of economic diversification. As per the norms in Oman, SMEs are enterprises which employ workforce up to 99 and turnover not exceeding RO1.50mn. SMEs in Oman account for more than 90% of economic activities in the country and contribute around 16% to the nation's economy. The sector employees more than 2,00,000 people (around 40% of the workforce) including more than 10,000 Omanis. The key point to note here is that in developed markets, SME workforce ranges between 50-60 per cent and on an average GDP contribution from this segment is 50-55 per cent. Hence it is important to expedite growth of the SME sector in Oman considering These statistics point to an alarming decrease in the number of SMEs in the Sultanate in the past one year , partly driven by the downturn in the economy due to the prevailing low prices of oil , which remains the main revenue earner for the country. This also highlights the importance of business incubators and the stressing need to establish more business incubators in order to promote growth of small businesses in the country.
Business Incubators in Oman:
The business incubation industry is still in its infancy in Oman. with the establishment and implementation of their own projects and leadership in both management and development. 5. Enhance the competitiveness of existing institutions. 6. Increase the capacity of institutions to bring added value to the national economy, contribute to economic diversification, and support both innovation and the use of modern technologies.
Riyada has an incubation centre located at its headquarters in Muscat. The incubator seek to support entrepreneurs and owners of small and micro enterprises, with innovative and promising ideas and sound economic studies, and essential resources to achieve their ambitions, so as to provide them with suitable working environment during the critical early years of the project and increase the chance of success by offering technical and administrative aspects at a minimal cost, and assist the project owner to focus on the work for a specific period of one to three years. (www.Riyada.om). The Riyada business incubator offers strategic services (like consulting services), procedural services (letters of recommendations, assistance in market research) and infrastructural services (Office spaces and meeting rooms, FAX and telephone lines, internet, electricity and water) to start -ups. Riyada also coordinates with business centers and educational institutions to find marketing channels for owners of small and micro enterprises at discounted prices.
National Business Centre (NBC):
The NBC, which offers pre-incubation and incubation opportunities for Omani startups, is an initiative developed and launched by the PEIE at the Knowledge Oasis Muscat (KOM) aiming to provide Omani entrepreneurs with a platform to develop their business ideas and advance them into growing ventures.
The centre provides Omani entrepreneurs business development support and guidance, financial and legal advice, administrative and marketing assistance, facilities support and growth development guidance, ranging from branding exercises to in-house, as well as training and mentoring, access to markets and industry experts, and state-of-the-art and fully equipped office space, meeting rooms and presentation facilities. More than 30 companies have been incubated by NBC so far in fields such as jewellery design, management consultancy, interior designing , architectural solutions, investment services etc, with revenues crossing 1.5miilion Omani riyals in 2017.
SAS for Entrepreneurship:
SAS for entrepreneurship is a business incubator set up under the umbrella of the Information Technology Authority (ITA 
Zubair SEC:
The Zubair Small Enterpises Centre (SEC) was founded by the Zubair Corporation, one of Oman's leading business houses as a cornerstone of its Social Responsibilty initiatives to support small enterprises in enhancing the national economy and contributing to sustainable socioeconomic development. Established in 2013, the SEC a professional body that capitalises on its high professionalism diversified offered knowledge, wide range of accumulated expertise, and its own global and local network and strategic partners. The Zubair SEC incubator provides many services to Omani entrepreneurs such as Direct access to the Centre's experts for business advisory services and the opportunity to connect with the respective staff in person or through various other channels; management tools such as business plan templates, organisational structure options, and feasibility studies; professional, educational and social programmes and events held regularly for small enterprises, including seminars, training workshops, and networking engagements; advisory services by specialised advisors and serviced offices. 
Conclusion:
The Sultanate of Oman has recognized the importance of SMEs in contributing to sustainable economic development in its pursuit of economic diversification. The ‗Vision 2020' document, which is being implemented through the ninth Five Year Plan envisages reduction of dependence of the nation's economy on oil exports and aims to bring down the contribution of oil to the national GDP to 20 % of the GDP from around 46 % at present. At the same time, the state aims to increase the contributions of manufacturing, tourism and logistics to its GDP from 4.9 billion Omani riyals ($12.7 billion) in 2015 to 6.6 billion by the end of 2020, while creating at least 30,000 new job opportunities for Omanis. Increased investments in the private sector and a rapid growth in the SME sector are crucial factors in ensuring the achievement of these objectives Given the fact that there are several challenges facing new entrepreneurs in the country including lack of technical skills and education, infrastructure and facilities and a poor support system, it is hardly surprising that a majority of small businesses do not survive beyond a few years. In this scenario, business incubators can play a crucial role in ensuring sustainable growth and development of small businesses in the country. Several studies done around the world clearly point out the key role played by business incubators in economic growth and development. The government has taken several initiatives to support entrepreneurs by setting up institutions like the Public Authority for SME Development, National Business Centre and SAS for Entrepreneurship which are doing a great job in incubating and handholding start-ups. However, a lot needs to done to develop a sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystem. Private organizations have to come forward and actively act as incubators for start-ups. There is also an urgent need for public -private initiatives in this sector. The government has to look at setting up a single window for managing business incubators around the country and to coordinate the activities of all institutions and companies who are in the process of incubating new businesses. Also, there is a need to set up industrial incubators to boost manufacturing, as most of the present start-ups are have a service based business model. Industries such as logistics, tourism, food processing and fisheries present huge
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With the right kind of planning, support and implementation, business incubators can play a great role in the development of a vibrant and thriving entrepreneurial ecosystem and help in achieving the goals envisioned in the Five Year plans which will lead to sustained prosperity , growth and employment opportunities in the future.
